What the great plays of Shakespeare's maturity do, the tragedies above all, is something not wholly dissimilar, I believe, to what the pangolin ritual does. They take madness, inadequacy, and the anarchic propensities to senescence and sexuality, all associated as a matter of course in the Elizabethan mind with social inferiority, lack of success, malfunction and marginalization, and fuse them directly with supreme power, civil or military or both, The apparently contradictory and irreconcilable elements ofexperience are characteristically brought together in one person, or personage, in Shakespearean tragedy, and the bringing together is indeed, within the action of the play, disastrous: Macbeth, Othello, Coriolanus, Antony, all fail to understand, and hence to live adequately with, their flawed, ordinary humanity which is the inevitable accompaniment to great power and exceptional authority. What this act affirms to the diseased mind -the dis-eased mind -is that ordinary human beings, while still ordinary, have extraordinary powers and resources; all extraordinary human beings have an inescapable basis in ordinary fallibility, absurdity, mortality, And this tragedy has the supreme characteristic of ritual which Mary Douglas does not draw attention to, but which is, for my purpose, important. It offers its audience a crucial dual status: we are both participators and witnesseswe are taken into the subjective experience so that we kill and we die, say, with Macbeth; but we Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 81 April 1988 195 are taken into the objective experience so that we gauge and assess the total action as witnesses who survive it.
Quite how or why Elizabeth and James permitted this material to be performed (sometimes in front of them) I am not sure: but I venture to suggest two reasons: first, there is the total mythic integrity and completeness established by each tragedy so that they appear to be self-referential in a way that seems, temporarily, to diminish the direct implications for the world we live in: Lear's Britain appears to operate according to its own moral or psychic laws, and you cannot mistake the universe of Lear for that of Macbeth, or that of Coriolanus for that of Othello. The poetry in each play rapidly establishes an extraordinary singularity, so that (for example) to minister to a diseased mind in King Lear is to sing a lullaby to it, or play it music, whereas in Othello it is a matter of administering drugs or another, more permanent anodyne. Macbeth himself, in the speech that I started with, exhibits one of that play's strongest characteristics: he cannot distinguish between different areas and modes of experience, and supposes, or wearily attempts to suppose for a moment, that the rooted sorrow and the written troubles of his wife can be removed by a potion of some sortthe 'sweet oblivious antidote' whose utter impossibility is self-declared by the tripping futility of the syllables, and the savage 'throw physic to the dogs' which soon follows. But luckily for us, Shakespeare himself did not do that, and the plays are still here to 'medicine' us.
The other reason I offer as to why James and Elizabeth did not ban these plays may well have been their intuition that such an action would in some deep sense affirm their likeness to, their kinship with, Lear or Macbeth or Cleopatra or Coriolanus: banning or censorship would ratify Shakespeare's diagnosis even while attempting to nullify it. So they let the plays stand, let them go ahead, as we have all done since, afraid of recognizing ourselves, our greed, our vanity, our pride, our deceit, our cruelty, our unscrupulousness, yet wanting to own to what we are, and, in the hands of this supreme artist, able to do so.
It has been my privilege to be allowed to address myself twice in one year to psychotherapists. I recently contributed some Shakespearean reflections to a new book, Mutative Metaphors in Psychotherapy: The Aeolian Mode, by Murray Cox and Alice Theilgaard'. Now I must try again, touching on some of the same points, and well aware of the fact that I have no right to speak to you about the unconscious, Like the Weaver's dream, this talk has no bottom. What I have to say is about Shakespeare, and it could probably be said without the assistance of the words or the concept 'the unconscious'. Nevertheless, I shall use it and I begin by taking my bearings from Freud, Jung and Lacan, not to approach them, but in order to keep my proper, respectful distance.
Shakespeare shared with Freud the insight that all events have an intimate as well as a public history. He shared with Jung an awareness of the impersonal imaginative inheritance that has come down to us from the more remote past. And he shared with Lacan 0141-0768/88/ 040195-05/$02.00/0 © 1988 The Royal Society of Medicine a keen sensitivity to the hidden complexities and perplexities oflanguage. These are the preoccupations that I shall keep in mind as I trace one strain of Shakespeare's interest in the more elusive processes of our thought and language -those that go to the making of the terrorist.
It is probable that Shakespeare began by writing the plays of Henry VI, and it is in the second of the series that he first sharpens his awareness of those obscure processes of consciousness that assist in shaping historical events. At the centre of this cataclysmic phase of England's past he found in the chronicles a desolating but highly theatrical atrocity, when, at the battle of Wakefield, the Duke of York endures a mock coronation and crucifixion, his face splashed derisively with the blood of his son, the Earl of Rutland, freshly slaughtered in the play by the Lancastrian, Lord Clifford. Shakespeare wrote up this scene while making Part 3 (Act I, Sc 4), but there is evidence that he returned from it to rewrite an episode in Part 2's version of the Battle of St Albans. At the start of Part 3 it is reported that Clifford's father 'was by the swords of common soldiers slain', but in Part 2 as it has come down to us, he is killed by York, and his death is made occasion for an apocalyptic invocation of pity and terror -one of the imaginative climaxes of the Roses plays (2 Henry VI, Act V, Sc 2: 31-65). Shakespeare went back to trace one of the confluent sources of the event by clarifying Clifford's motive, and throughout the scene we watch the process by which impersonal, ideological violence is generated out of private grief:
'Shame and confusion! all is on the rout, Fear frames disorder, and disorder wounds Where it should guard.°war thou son of Hell Whom angry heavens do make their minister, Throw in the frozen bosoms of our part Hot coals of vengeance!'
'Disorder wounds Where it should guard'; that comprehensive generalization aptly describes the failure of all chivalrous obligation in the heat of battle, and it is hard to recognize in it a version of Holinshed's report that in a later encounter in fog and snow at Ferrybridge the troops were killing their own side. Thus language, by way oftransfigured experience, is conditioned to express a self-effacing, transcendent commitment to the values of war:
'Let no soldier fly. He that is truly dedicate to war Hath no self-love; nor he that loves himself Hath not essentially, but by circumstance The name of valour.' At this point Clifford 'sees his dead father,' '0, let the vile world end, And the premised flames of the last day Knit earth and heaven together! Now let the general trumpet blow his blast, Particularities and petty sounds To ceasel'
The 'premised flames of the last day' knitting heaven and earth together is an image from biblical tradition, but again, like the 'angry heavens', it is caught up from reported conditions at Ferrybridge, while the 'general trumpet' is prefigured by the trumpets we have just been hearing on the theatre's battlefield. An access of tenderness gives a fresh focus to his destructive passion:
'Wast thou ordained, dear father, To lose thy youth in peace, and to achieve The silver livery of advised age, And in thy reverence, and thy chair-days, thus To die in ruffian battle? Even at this sight My heart is turn'd to stone; and while 'tis mine It shall be stony.' This is not merely war, it is dynastic war -the prevailing condition, in Clifford's awareness, not of the battlefield only, but of the whole frame of things.
Essentially, it appears, and not by circumstance, the old Earl was 'ordained' to meet a violent end, and Clifford contrives to see his 'flaming wrath' as a kindling of the 'premised flames of the last day'. Rutland, poor lad, did not stand a chance (you can see him trying in Part 3, Act I, Sc 3); but Shakespeare, I believe, understood why, only when he had recreated this history of the consciousness of a committed terrorist.
'Consciousness', however, not 'the unconscious'. Clifford is very deliberately creating a cosmic perspective for his mutilated affections, and the classical allusions to Medea's dismemberment of her brother Absyrtus, and to Aeneas carrying his father out of Troy are obviously owed to his classical education. But much of Clifford's language has been hammered out in the white heat of the poet's consciousness, in what the chorus of Henry V calls 'the quick forge and working house of thought'. Elsewhere in the play Shakespeare attends in a more conventional way to the ordeals of consciousness or, to use the Elizabethan word for it, 'conscience'.
In his dedicatory preface to A Treatise ofMelancolie, published in 1586 (perhaps three years before the Henry VI plays were written), Timothy Bright makes a distinction which no doubt is still being made in different words: 'I haue layd open how the bodie, and corporall things affect the soule, and how the body is affected of it againe: what the difference is between natural melancholie, and that heauy hand of Godvpon the afflicted conscience, tormented with remorse of sinne, & feare of his iudgement.'
Shakespeare's victim of the heavy hand of God is Cardinal Beaufort. At his death (in Act III, Sc 3) he cannot recognize the King at his bedside, but his mind returns phantasmagorically to the murder of Gloster:
'He hath no eyes, the dust hath blinded them, Comb down his hair; look, look, it stands upright, Like lime-twigs set to catch my winged soul.'
While working within a convention, Shakespeare is enriching it, as a comparison with Nathaniel Woods's Conflict ofConscience will show to those with leisure enough to consider curiously.
It may be a comment on the workings of Shakespeare's own unconscious that some 15 years later he assimilated certain elements of 2 Henry VI into the play Macbeth: not only Clifford's dedicated violence and Beaufort's moral distress, but also the witches and the equivocations of fiends.
Looking for a link between affiicted consciousness and the fiends, furies and fates, in superstition, story and theatre, I find it in the destructive constraints that the past imposes on the present. When the Duchess of Gloster in 2 Henry VI (Act I, Sc 4) consults the witch Margery Jordan and the false priests Hume and Southwell, she is looking for ways of satisfying frustrated political ambitions; but what she gets are oracular pronouncements about the fates awaiting certain delinquent barons. Following the chronicles, Shakespeare aligns the prophecies with the retributive processes of history. Thus it comes about that present freedoms are restricted both by processes within the mind and processes outside it; but both kinds are obscure and both affect us as covet, impersonal pressures -both appear to operate by way of the unconscious.
Macbeth is a more complex expression of this range of truths, but this is not essentially what it is. It is a tragedy and its truth is festive, not analytical; like the old pagan festivals, but in a more complex society, it celebrates the mysteries of life and death. It remains 'pagan' because it has to do with that natural world in which 'good things of day begin to droop and drowse', but it is also about a specific monarchical state with sophisticated 'urban' characteristics, and about 'supernatural solicitings' bred from the imaginatively energized relationship between the two. Like the England of the Roses plays, Macbeth's Scotland is a warrior society in which power owes much to dynastic succession. We are reminded too that King James, who almost certainly saw the play, was directly descended from Banquo.
Lady Macbeth never meets the weird sisters, but Shakespeare uses her to establish early in the play the link between what reaches us as supernatural soliciting, and obsessive political ambition: ' The play is shaped by the charting of that 'interim', the phantasmic domain of consciousness that breeds its language. The first movement is the interim between the murder of Duncan (Act II, Sc 2) and its first promptings, and the second to the slaughter of Banquo (Act III, Sc 3). The third is proclaimed in Macbeth's words: It does not escape attention that 'firstling' is 'firstborn'. Some years ago Lionel Knights did much to challenge one tradition of criticism by making mock of Andrew Bradley's ingenuous question, 'How many children had Lady Macbeth?' But the time may have come to ask it again, perhaps at Freud's invitation, and to be content with the answer that there are none living -a severe constraint under a dynastic dispensation.
The execution of the deed, the killing of the children, is accomplished in Act IV, Scene 2. The gap is closed, but the condition in which he finds himself is expressed by his response to his wife's death: 'She should have died herafter, There would have been a time for such a word. To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow, Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, To the last syllable of recorded time; And all our yesterdays have lighted fools The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle! Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player, That struts and frets his hour upon the stage, And then is heard no more. It is a tale Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, Signifying nothing.'
(Macbeth Act V, Sc 5: 17-28)
I have suggested elsewhere that Shakespeare is recollecting Brutus's reception of Portia's death after the assassination. But the apathia we are invited to wonder at in the earlier play is here stripped of its Stoic fur. The execution of the deed, the firstling of thought, prefigured by Lady Macbeth's readiness to offer her milk for gall and to pluck her nipple from the babe's boneless gums, has left time uniformly punctuated and therefore without significance.
In offering this account of the play's structure I am not wishing to set aside others. Much is rightly made, for example, of its Morality form; 'hell is murky', the fiends equivocate, and Macbeth's ordeal is a kind of moral distress. But Shakespeare, in this play more than any other, is interested in confluent pressures upon consciousness, obscure in their origins, but within the playwright's (as distinct from the character's) capacity to clarify.
At the start of Act I, Scene 7 the direction prescribes 'dishes and service over the stage', and it is to the background of Duncan's last supper that Macbeth speaks the celebrated soliloquy, '!fit were done, when 'tis done'. I glanced at it in the Foreword to Cox's book', but now attempt a fuller account.
We confront at the start the routine paradox that the language is at once Shakespeare's and Macbeth's. Macbeth is not a poet; the dramatized consciousness must be attributed to the character, the power to articulate it to the poet. A few years ago the distinguished actor Bob Peck attempted to perform this speech as if it were addressed in an explanatory and soldierly manner, directly to the audience. The director, Howard Davies, treated the playas ifit were a Brechtian exercise in social analysis. He denied the language its mystery, and therefore, I believe, cut off its access to our darker, more ambiguous, understanding. This is not a man speaking to men. It is pre-social speech, the words and thoughts still emerging, surfacing, from, to borrow Eliot's phrase, the mixing of memory and desire: 'If it were done when 'tis done, then 'twere well It were done quickly. If th' assassination Could trammel up the consequence, and catch With his surcease, success; that but this blow Might be the be-all and the end-all here, But here, upon this bank and [Schoole] of time, We'ld jump the life to come. But in these cases We still have judgement here, that we but teach Bloody instructions, which, being taught, return To plague th' inventor. This even-handed justice Commends th' ingredients of our poison'd chalice To our own lips.'
The opening lines recall Jesus's words to Judas at another last supper ('What thou doest, do quickly'), anticipating the 'poison'd chalice' in line 11, the rancorous 'vessel of my peace' (Act III, Sc 1: 66), and the cup of wine with which Banquo is toasted (Act III, Sc 4: 87) for 'th'general joy of the whole assembly'; we receive the anticipations as Shakespeare's, the recollections as Macbeth's. It is among those configurations in the play that relate it intimately to Christian metaphor and story, apparently reaching Macbeth obliquely and unidentified from the shadows of the mind. For if it were a consciously controlled allusion he could be expected to recognize it as a moral constraint upon his freedom. As it is, once identified, it is cheekily blasphemous, as it makes Jesus tell him not to hang about but to get on with it -as if both betrayals were ordained. As a highly unstable moment of the play it relates to others. It is said of the 'merciless Macdonwald', for example, that 'the multiplying villainies of nature do swarm upon him', meaning that he is by nature capable of any villainy; but the metaphor works in a contrary direction, exposing him to the torment of swarming ins~cts. In a world, or at least in the fog and filthy air of a Scottish climate, where fair is foul and foul is fair, it is hard to distinguish the agent of evil from the victim; or, as in the present passage, the clarities of conscious resolution from a discomposing response to the promptings of the unconscious, an unconscious that has assimilated much from a personal and an impersonal past.
'The unconscious' says Lacan, many times, and I, after him, almost as many, 'is structured like a language'. The oracle alights revealingly on 'catch With his surcease, success', a trenchant but unstable pun mixing death, accomplishment (something over and done with), triumph and succession. The words are tied to each other and surface simultaneously.
In line 6 the word in square brackets is given in the Folio reading, but was treated by Theobald as a variant spelling of 'shoal', which stands in most modern texts. Glancing back to 'bank' we take the impression of shifting sands and insecurity, a hazardous base in space and time from which to 'jump' or 'risk' the life to come. But when we look forward to 'teach Bloody instructions', the 'schoole' comes back to us and the 'bank' begins to sound like a school bench. Even Peck's determination could not turn the shift of thought into plain speech. The language betrays and reveals more than it expresses. Such a paraphrase as 'We have to face retributive judgement here, in this life; by using violence we teach others to use it and they retort it on us', forfeits the ambiguities which are the vehicle for the equi vacating fiends. In the phantasmagoric movement of the soliloquy, Macbeth slips from the poise of measure for bloody measure, by way of the equitable scales of justice, to the passing of the cup at the communal feast.
Lines 12-19, however, are lucid, fully articulated, and perfectly fitted for social discourse, including Bob Peck's direct talk to the audience: They can be heard, rather than overheard; but while they clarify the offence, they serve also momentarily to illuminate one ofthe play's central, dark paradoxes. The virtue that keeps Duncan clear in his great office is not meekness; we know from the second and fourth scenes that he owes his ascendancy and security to his 'good and hardy soldiers' and his 'valiant captains'. They do not reach us, however, in this innocent language, but again in the phantasmagoric recollections ofthe battlefield, the 'two spent swimmers that do cling together And choke their art' where 'the Norweyan banners flout the sky And fan our people cold'. As for Macbeth's virtue, Shakespeare recalls, as he did in Hamlet (Act II, Sc 2: 471-482), Pyrrus's slaughter and mutilation of Priam:
'Then from the navel to the throat at once He ripp'd old Priam; at whose latter gasp Jove's marble statue gan to bend the brow, The odd courtesy of 'shook hands' and 'bade farewell' grotesquely intensifies the outrageous and unchivalrous inhumanity of the swordsman's virtuosity and virtue. The impaling of heads (as elsewhere in the plays the plucking out of eyes) was, from earliest times to the Restoration, a routine way of proclaiming the triumph of virtue. The radical sense of 'virtue', 'manliness', readily related to sexual potency, is covertly and sometimes openly enlisted in both Macbeth and Coriolanus, most significantly, by the women:
'Art thou afeard To be the same in thine own act and valour As thou art in desire?'
(Macbeth Act I, Sc 7: 39-41)
To which Macbeth responds, 'I dare do all that may become a man; Who dares do more is none.' 'Why did' you wish me milder?', Coriolanus asks ofVolumnia, 'Would you have me False to my nature? Rather say, I play the man I am.' (Coriolanus Act III, Sc 2: 14-16).
The self-destructive momentum of warrior virtue touches climactic moments in both plays, and we reach one in the last movement ofMacbeth's soliloquy.
Lines 19-25 are responding again to obscure memories and pressures. The heaven's cherubin are the horsemen of the Apocalypse; but the naked newborn babe has a more intimate genesis, and leaves editors wondering whether the plural or (as elsewhere in Shakespeare) the singular is intended by 'cherubin'. 'trumpet-tongu'd, against The deep damnation of his taking-off; And pity, like a naked new-born babe, Striding the blast, or heaven's cherubin, hors'd Upon the sightless couriers of the air, Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye, That tears shall drown the wind.'
The babe is recalled to our imaginations a few minutes later in the 'boneless gums' plucked from Lady Macbeth's breast, and will return in the 'Second Apparition, a bloody child', prefiguring Macduff in Act IV, Scene 1. In the soliloquy it relates to the vulnerability of the King, but it primarily expresses the potency of innocence. 'Sightless' does not mean 'blind', as Blake in his marvellous water-colour supposed, but 'invisible'. Both pity and the wind bring tears to the eyes, and the metaphor transforms both into a purgative, violent force. 'Like a naked newborn babe Striding the blast'; a highly improbable conjuction of words, when we reflect upon it, wholly inappropriate to ordinary talk, in spite of the disarming 'like'. But it offers the right bridge to the image that every pestered schoolboy knows and every actor in my experience mispronounces. For what we usually hear in the theatre is: Hal in Vernon's romantically chivalrous perception is not contending with the angels, but emulating them. Macbeth finds himself exposed to an image of virtue divided against itself; as a practised horseman, moreover, he knows that the hazard of vaulting ambition is going over the top and crashing down on the other side.
Like Clifford's invocation, but more subtly and variously, Macbeth's soliloquy exposes the hidden processes of the criminal consciousness of an heroic leader and childless father in a warring dynastic monarchy. A state of the psyche, we might say, in a warrior state -Brutus's 'state of a man' and Macbeth's 'single state of man'. I set out to show that Shakespeare recognized that public events have covert personal histories, that an impersonal imaginative inheritance from a remoter past contributes to our comprehension and apprehension of experience, and that the equivocations, the slips and slides of language are instrumental in the creation and betrayal of the values by which we live.
Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 81 April 1988 199 I have focused on language, within a dramatic structure related to the articulated experience of the 'character' Macbeth. I remembered only for a moment that Macbeth is a festive play; it is related to communal seasonal rites that celebrate the natural processes of growth and maturity violated by, and denied to, Macbeth, and to Hallowe'en, when Christendom is most attentive to 'the one half world' where 'nature seems dead' and 'Witchcraft celebrates Pale Hecat's off'rings'. Reflections on that relationship, however, would require a different understanding of the operations of 'the unconscious' in art, to be set in an anthropological perspective, and in the history of theatre from the Ajax to The Spanish Tragedy.
Otherwise, an inexhaustible choice of clues might be trailed in Dogberry order through the labyrinth of the plays. Theseus himself could assist us; from 'The poet's eye in a fine frenzy rolling .. .' and 'The lunatic, the lover and the poet are of imagination all compact', we could make our way to Cleopatra's crucial question, 'Think you there was or might be such a man as this I dreamt of?', and to the editorial choice between 'sleep that never palates more the dung' and 'palates more the dug'. Burton's Anatomy could supply accounts of the effects of moonlight on the delusions of lovers. Or Antony, Coriolanus and Othello could make a trio of phallic swordsmen before inquiry focused upon the transformation of Ford's comic bourgeois jealousy into the tragic plight of the heroic Moor of Venice.
Burton again could be allowed to overwhelm Othello or Romeo with a plenitude of sophisticated stories from the literature and chronicled report of the jealous and the love-sick. But we would find no 'unconscious' in Burton, nor any sign in his writing of the kind of sensitivity to language that would pick up, for example, the confluence of life and death desires in the language of Juliet's love and Mercutio's wit.
A preoccupation with fathers and sons could move from Titus Andronicus to Hamlet and the Gloster plot in King Lear; fathers and daughters could take us from Much Ado to Pericles and The Winter's Tale. A different kind of exercise might treat Hamlet as a watershed, looking one way to Sophocles, Seneca and Kyd, and the other towards the proliferating casehistories of Jacobean theatre.
Moreover we might show that some poets (Blake and Keats, for example) resemble Shakespeare in delighting in the duplicity of words, while others (in the line from Ben Jonson) would have words do as they are told, one thing at a time.
And to conclude, let me say once again, from long established habit, that the study ofShakespeare makes us better communists and better idiots -enables us to cultivate a more adequate sense of community, and in the radical sense from the Greek ideote, to take fuller delight in the peculiar and individuated self. As the world and the country splits itself in two, let me express the hope that there are a few still who look to keep our awareness live on all fronts, and are capable of keeping track of the creative and destructive tendencies of the unconscious.
